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In Women Fimmakers in Early Hollywood, Karen Ward Mahar seeks to explain why a brief window opened for women workers in all aspects of the film industry in approximately 1908 and then began to shut again around 1916. To do so, she proposes to conduct a 'historical analysis of the gendering of filmmaking,' synthesizing methods and research from the sociology of gender, film and business history, and feminist film studies and adding to them new primary research into women filmmakers' activities in this period. Mahar builds her argument on a solid foundation created by the surge of recent work on this period by film historians. While she may not fully achieve the ambitious synthesis that she proposes, she has produced a detailed and revealing account of the pioneering efforts of women filmmakers in this period.
Mahar divides the years between 1896 and 1928 into three periods, which she labels The Technological Decade, 1896 -1908 , The Period of 'Uplift,' 1908 -1916 , and The Period of Big Business, 1916 -1928 Technological Decade, she asserts, found the film industry gendered male from its inception, growing as it did out of several 'masculinized' institutions.
These included the inventor's laboratory, the technician's shop and the popular science entertainment, which often featured male 'professors' who explicated technologies such as the Magic Lantern. This background helped establish filmmaking during this period as 'a manly adventure.'
Contributing to this, she argues, was the centrality of the cameraman and the focus on technology and entrepreneurialism in cinema's first decade.
She compares cameramen to preindustrial artisans, who had to learn the secrets of their trade and 'actively gendered the occupation of cinematography' as male. Those women who did find employment in the early industry were restricted to work, such as cutting negatives and polishing and assembling final prints, that was 'within the culturally defined arena of women's work…it was performed indoors, it did not require great strength or invite danger, and it required "dexterity but not skill"' (24).
Women were thus segregated into segments of the industry in which wages were low and opportunities were limited. Within the industry, the growing importance of stardom, along with new opportunities for independent production, gave stars the leverage and means to produce films on their own terms. Finally, with the industry facing the threat of censorship, there was pressure to achieve respectability. The supposed moral superiority of women and their consequent involvement in reform movements led to the perception that female involvement in film production was a desirable way to 'uplift' the industry. becoming larger and more "professional," women who had once been welcomed were now defined as unfit ' (202) . After a brief period in the early twenties during which opportunities for women still existed under pressure, she states, Dorothy Arzner became the one 'great exception' to the absolute barrier to women directing in Hollywood, as the factors that had briefly opened a window for women in the film business collapsed. 
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